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Background: Structured abstracts were introduced into medical
research journals in the mid 1980s. Since then they have been widely

used in this and other contexts.

Aim: The aim of this paper is to summarize the main findings from
research on structured abstracts and to discuss the limitations of some

aspects of this research.

Method: A narrative literature review of all of the relevant papers

known to the author was conducted.

Results: Structured abstracts are typically longer than traditional ones,
but they are also judged to be more informative and accessible. Authors
and readers also judge them to be more useful than traditional
abstracts. However, not all studies use “‘real-life”” published examples
from different authors in their work, and more work needs to be done

in some cases.

Conclusions: The findings generally support the notion that structured
abstracts can be profitably introduced into research journals. Some
arguments for this, however, have more research support than others.

INTRODUCTION

Readers of this article will have noted that the abstract
is set in a “’structured”” format. Such abstracts typically
contain subheadings and subsections—such as ““back-
ground,” “aim(s),” “‘method(s),” “results,” and ““con-
clusions”—and provide rather more detail than do tra-
ditional ones. Furthermore, these features are clarified
by the typographic layout. Structured abstracts are
more common in articles describing experimental re-
search but, as the example above indicates, they can
also be used with reviews.

Structured abstracts were introduced into medical
journals in the mid 1980s [1], and, since then, their
growth has been phenomenal [2]. Indeed, they are
now commonplace in all serious medical research jour-
nals. Furthermore, their use has been recommended,
and indeed is growing, in other scientific areas [3-8].
Structured abstracts can be found in American, Euro-
pean, Australian, Japanese, and Chinese journals [9].
In addition, some academic societies now require con-
tributors to send potential conference submissions in
this format. The British Psychological Society, for in-
stance, has dispensed with the need for the three-to-
four page summaries previously required from poten-
tial participants and now publishes the accepted struc-
tured abstracts in their Conference Proceedings [10].

368

KEY FINDINGS

The case for using structured abstracts in scientific
journals has been bolstered by research, most of which
has taken place in a medical or a psychological context.
Table 1 lists all of the research studies on the topic
known to the author at the time of writing.

The results from these studies suggest that, com-
pared with traditional ones, structured abstracts:
B contain more information (studies 1-11), but not al-
ways so (study 12);
B are easier to read (studies 2, 3, 13);
B are easier to search (studies 3, 14), although some
authors have questioned this (studies 15-17);
B are possibly easier to recall (study 18);
B facilitate peer review for conference proceedings
(studies 5, 6, 19); and
B are generally welcomed by readers and by authors
(studies 1-3, 11, 19, 20).

However, there have been some qualifications. Struc-
tured abstracts:
B usually take up more space (studies 1-4, 7, 11, 13,
21-24);
B sometimes have confusing typographic layouts
(studies 25, 26); and
B may be prone to the same sorts of omissions and
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Table 1
List of studies referred to in this paper

1. HARTLEY J. Applying ergonomics to Applied Ergonomics. Appl Ergonom 1999 Dec;30(6):535-41.
2. HArTLEY J. Improving the clarity of journal abstracts in psychology. Science Comm 2003 Mar;24(3):366—79.
3. HArTLEY J, BENJAMIN M. An evaluation of structured abstracts in journals published by the British Psychological Society. Brit J Educ Psychol 1998 Sep;68(3):

443-56.

4. Dupuy A, KHosrROTEHRANI K, LEBBE C, RyBoJAD M, MoRreL P. Quality of abstracts in 3 clinical dermatology journals. Arch Dermatol 2003 May 1;39(5):

589-93.

5. McInTosH N. Abstract information and structure: experience from an international paediatric meeting. Euro Sc Editing 1997;23(1):3-6.
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. McInTtosH N, Duce G, SEDIN G. Structure improves content and peer review of abstracts submitted to scientific meetings. Euro Sc Editing 1999;25(2):43-7.

. MuLrow CD, THACKER SB, PucH JA. A proposal for more informative abstracts of review articles. Ann Intern Med 1988 Apr;108(4):613-5.

. ScHERER RW, CrRAwLEY B. Reporting of randomized clinical trial descriptors and use of structured abstracts. JAMA 1998 Jul 15;280(3):269-72.

. TAapDIO A, PAIN T, Fassos FF, BoonN H, ILERsICH AL, EINaARsON TR. Quality of nonstructured and structured abstracts of original research articles in the British

Medical Journal, the Canadian Medical Association Journal and the Journal of the American Medical Association. CMAJ 1994 May 15;150(10):1611-5.
10. TrRakAs K, Apbis A, KrRuk D, Buczek Y, IskebJdiaN M, EiINARsON TR. Quality assessment of pharmacoeconomic abstracts of original research articles in selected

journals. Ann Pharmacotherapy 1997 Apr;31(4):423-38.

11. TrRawinski B. A methodology for writing problem structured abstracts. Info Processing and Manage 1989;25(6):693—-702.
12. KHosROTEHRANI K, Dupuy A, LEBBE C, RYBoJAD M, MoRrEL P. Qualite des resumes des articles publies dans les Annales de Dermatologie. Ann Dermatol et

Venereol 2002 Nov;129(11):1271-5.

13. HARTLEY J, SYDES M. Are structured abstracts easier to read than traditional ones? J Res in Reading 1997 Jun;20(2):122-36.

14. HArTLEY J, SYDES M, BLURTON A. Obtaining information accurately and quickly: are structured abstracts more efficient? J Info Sci 1996 Oct;22(5):349-56.
15. BooTH A, O'RourkE AJ. The value of structured abstracts in information retrieval from MEDLINE. Health Libr Rev 1997 Sep;14(3):57-166.

16. O’'RouRrkE AJ. Structured abstracts in information retrieval from biomedical databases: a literature survey. Health Informatics J 1997;3(1):17-20.

17. WiLczynski NL, WaLker CJ, McKieBoN KA, HAYNEs RB. Preliminary assessment of the effect of more informative (structured) abstracts on citation retrieval

from MEDLINE. MEDINFO Proceedings 1995;8(pt.2):1457-61.

18. HARTLEY J, SYyDES M. Structured abstracts in the social sciences: presentation, readability and recall. Boston Spa, UK: British Library (R&D Report No 6211),

1995.

19. HavyNEs RB, MuLrow CD, HuTH EJ, ALTMAN DG, GARDNER MJ. More informative abstracts revisited. Ann Intern Med 1990 Jul 1;113(1):69-76.

20. HAvNEs RB. More informative abstracts: current status and evaluation. J Clin Epidemiol 1993 Jul;46(7):595-7.

21. HARBOURT AM, KNECHT LS, HumPHRIES BL. Structured abstracts in MEDLINE, 1989-91. Bull Med Libr Assoc 1995 Apr;83(2):190-5.

22. HARTLEY J. Is it appropriate to use structured abstracts in social science journals? Learned Publishing 1997 Oct;10(4):313-7.

23. Comans ML, Overseke AJ. De gestructureerde samenvatting: enn hulpmiddel voor lezer en auteur. Nederlands Tijdschrift voor Geneeskunde 1990 Dec 1;

134(48):2338-43.

24. HARTLEY J, GANIER F. Which do you prefer? some observations on preference measures in studies of structured abstracts. Euro Sc Editing 2000;26(1):4—7.
25. HARTLEY J. Typographic settings for structured abstracts. J Tech Writing and Comm 2000;30(4):355-65.
26. HarTLEY J, Sypes M. Which layout do you prefer? an analysis of readers’ preferences for different typographical layouts of structured abstracts. J Info Sci

1996;22(1):27-37.

27. FrRoom P, FrRoom J. Deficiencies in structured medical abstracts. J Clin Epidemiol 1993 Jul;46(7):591-4.
28. SALAGER-MEYER F. Medical English abstracts: how well are they structured? J Am Soc Inf Sci 1991;42(7):528-31.
29. Pitkin RM, BRANAGAN MA. Can the accuracy of abstracts be improved by providing specific instructions? a randomized controlled trial. JAMA 1998 Jul 15;

280(3):267-9.

30. Pitkin RM, BRANAGAN MA, BURMEISTER L. Accuracy of data in abstracts of published research articles. JAMA 1999 Mar 24-31;281(12):1110-1.
31. HARTLEY J. Are structured abstracts more or less accurate than traditional ones? a study in the psychological literature. J Info Sci 2000 Aug;26(4):273-7.

distortions that occur in traditional abstracts (studies
8-10, 27-31).

SOME OBSERVATIONS

Although these findings seem clear-cut, some prob-
lems with the research in general need to be taken into
account. Two main issues exist. First, but possibly not
too important, is that many studies have used under-
graduate students as participants, rather than post-
graduates or fully fledged academics. Such undergrad-
uates, of course, do not have the experience of full-time
academics and post-graduates in reading journal ab-
stracts, and thus the requirements of the studies may
be rather different for them. Second, and much more
important, is that not all of the studies have compared
actual, previously published, traditional and struc-
tured abstracts, thus reducing the validity of the com-
parisons.

For a study to be properly valid in this context, one
needs, in effect, to compare, from a particular journal,
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sets of published traditional abstracts with sets of (dif-
ferent/later) published structured abstracts. What has
often happened in practice, however, is that either the
structured versions of published traditional abstracts
have been written independently by the researchers for
the studies in question (studies 1, 2, 11), or the pub-
lished traditional abstracts have been shortened and
simplified for experimental purposes, and then struc-
tured versions of these simplified versions have been
written by the researchers (studies 13, 14, 18). The
main reason for this state of affairs stems from the fact
that the researchers in question are often advocating
the use of structured abstracts in a particular disci-
pline where none (or very few) are available at the time
of writing, and thus they have had to create their own.
Such procedures do not destroy the validity of the
findings, but they do limit their generality. To be prop-
erly valid, the abstracts need to be written by the au-
thors of the articles and not by the researchers.

Applying these considerations to the findings listed
above, then:
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B It is not surprising that most studies find that struc-
tured abstracts contain more information than tradi-
tional ones. If researchers create structured abstracts
from traditional ones, then it is likely that they will
increase the amount of information that they provide
when they are doing this. The best evidence to support
the argument that structured abstracts contain more
information than traditional ones comes from studies
comparing published abstracts in both formats from
the same journal or journals written by independent
authors. Such studies that meet these requirements
(studies 4, 5, 8-10, 12, 21) all support the view (with
the exception of study 12) that structured abstracts are
more informative than are traditional ones.

B It is also perhaps not so surprising that structured
abstracts appear easier to read than traditional ones,
if the structured abstracts are revisions of the tradi-
tional ones (studies 1, 2, 11). Again, the best test of
this readability hypothesis would come from studies
comparing separately published abstracts in both for-
mats. But no such studies on this issue have been re-
ported.

B Similarly, if the structured abstracts are revisions of
simplified traditional ones, then it is perhaps not sur-
prising that they are easier to search (study 14). Stud-
ies with the more complicated “‘real-life’”” abstracts pre-
sented in MEDLINE have not shown an advantage for
search speed (studies 15, 17).

B Virtually no studies have been done on the recall of
traditional and structured abstracts to find out wheth-
er or not structured abstracts are remembered any bet-
ter than traditional ones. Six “‘miniature’” studies out-
lined by Hartley and Sydes (reported in study 18) sug-
gested that this was the case, when the structured ab-
stracts were longer and were more readable than the
traditional ones. However, this was not the case when
the abstracts were equated for length and readability.
Furthermore, these six studies were done with simpli-
fied versions of published abstracts, using students as
participants. Research in other contexts suggests that
structured text might be better recalled than text in
traditional formats [11], although some people have
argued that because less well-structured text requires
more processing, it might subsequently be remem-
bered better.

B Suggestions about the benefits of using structured
abstracts for selecting conference papers are rarely ev-
idence based. They simply suggest their usefulness in
this respect. One exception is the study by McIntosh,
Duc, and Sedin (study 6). These authors reported that
referees were less frustrated reviewing the information
content and deciding on the suitability of a conference
submission when they judged resubmitted structured
abstracts compared with traditional ones.

B Most studies of readers’ reactions to structured ver-
sus traditional abstracts have in fact relied on the judg-
ments of academics rather than students (studies 2, 3,
6), but few have been asked to judge independently
published versions of both sets.

B If structured abstracts do present more information,
it is not surprising that they are usually longer than
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traditional ones. These 2 measures are correlated. The
weighted average increase in length for the structured
abstracts in the first 11 studies listed in Table 1 is 21%.
However, 8 of these studies used simplified and/or
especially written abstracts for the purpose of illustra-
tion. In the 3 studies that compared independently
published abstracts and provided data on this mea-
sure, the structured abstracts were 40%, 30%, and 29%
(weighted average 35%) longer than the traditional
ones, respectively (studies 3, 21, 23).

B There is, as yet, no hard information on whether or
not structured abstracts contain less—or more—omis-
sions, distortions, and errors than do traditional ones.
Nonetheless, several authors have reported omissions
in the published structured abstracts in the medical
journals that they studied (studies 8-10, 27, 28). Hayes
et al. (study 19) argued that structured abstracts might
have fewer errors than traditional ones, but Pitkin and
his colleagues (studies 29, 30) argued the reverse of
this because of their extra length. But none of these
authors have made direct comparisons. Hartley (study
31) found no differences in the degrees of distortion
or errors between traditional and structured abstracts,
but his structured abstracts were rewritten versions of
traditional ones. So, to date, no one to the author’s
knowledge has compared the accuracy of separately
published traditional and structured abstracts.

CONCLUSIONS

The literature reviewed in the first part of this paper
suggests that structured abstracts are an improvement
over traditional ones. However, as argued in the sec-
ond part, the evidence used to support these claims is
sometimes not as good as we might wish. In particu-
lar, we have to judge the applicability of the findings
from this research to the ““real world.” The explosion
in the use of structured abstracts, particularly in the
medical context, suggests that these judgments have
already been made.

Some editors have complained that structured ab-
stracts “take up too much space.” Indeed, the data re-
viewed in this paper from the more valid studies sug-
gest that the extra space required by introducing struc-
tured abstracts may be quite considerable. But we have
to remember here that we are only talking about the
extra line-space required by the abstract and not the
article as a whole. Indeed, setting a word limit (such
as 200 words as in the Journal of the Medical Library
Association) could control this amount. Whatever the
case, introducing structured abstracts into a journal is
unlikely to require changes in the overall pagination.
There is often “’free” space at the ends of articles, and
typesetters are skilled at fitting text to appropriate
page dimensions [12]. Such concerns, of course, do not
arise with electronic journals and databases.

Some authors—and some editors too—have also
complained that the formats for structured abstracts
are too rigid and that they present them with a
straightjacket that is inappropriate for all journal arti-
cles. Undoubtedly, this may be true in some circum-
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stances, but it is remarkable how in fact the subhead-
ings used in this present article can cover a variety of
research styles. The Research Results Dissemination
Task Force of the Medical Library Association’s Re-
search Section, for example, provides suggested sub-
headings for experimental studies, qualitative studies,
case reports, and reviews, all of which follow to some
degree or other the basic format used here [13]. Fur-
thermore, if readers care to examine current practice
(or Table 4 in Hartley’s 2000 Bulletin of the Medical Li-
brary Association paper [14]), they will find that even
though the subheadings used here are typical, they are
not rigidly adhered to. Editors normally allow authors
leeway in the subheadings that they use.

Finally, we might note that the research on struc-
tured abstracts is limited in two other ways. First, it
is not clear in many studies whether or not the titles
of the journal articles have been presented along with
the abstracts, and clearly a title might help the reader
to recall and possibly interpret the text under study
[15]. Second, no one to the author’s knowledge has
studied complete articles with either traditional or struc-
tured abstracts. Here, where the abstract plays a small,
but nonetheless important, role, it would be of interest
to see if the format of the abstract affects the readers’
judgments of the quality of an article (or even of a
journal) as a whole.

Despite these limitations, and the ones discussed
earlier, the conclusions of this review are that the data
discussed above do support the claim that structured
abstracts are an improvement over traditional ones.
Not only is more information presented, which is help-
ful for the reader, but also the format requires that the
authors organize and present their findings in a sys-
tematic way. Furthermore, this consistency is made
more obvious by the typographic layout. Advances in
“text mining,” “research profiling,” and computer-
based document retrieval systems can only profit from
the use of these more informative abstracts.
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